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What the Gardener Knew: Pruning and Power
in The Troublesome Raigne of King john and Richard II
by
Dorothea Kehler
San Diego State University

Lack of knowledge is a chief concern of Richard II. Throughout, what the
audience knows is provocatively matched or exceeded by what it does not
know. Information seemingly deferred remains undisclosed in a discourse
of permanent deferral. Bolingbroke's purpose in accusing Mowbray, the
duration and extent of Bolingbroke's ambition, Richard's reasons for exiling Mowbray, Richard's feelings towards him, Richard's sexual predilections,
the truth or falsity of Bagot's accusation of Aumerle, York's reasons for
demanding Aumerle's death-such questions as these the play refuses to
answer. In consequence, from the onset, personal and political motives in
Richard II are murky; the play's ambiguity teases its spectators to construct
plural meanings.
Plagued by nescience no less than the audience, nearly a ll the characters
of Richard II are taken by surprise. To consider the first act, for example:
Gaunt never suspects how harshly Richard intends to deal with Bolingbroke;
Bolingbroke and Mowbray do not suspect that Richard will countermand
their trial by combat; and Mowbray does not suspect that his reward
for serving Richard will be lifetime exile. While fictional characters, who
are unaware that they are fictional, necessarily possess limited knowledge
of their texts to allow for suspense, Richard II appears peculiarly marked by
the uncertain and the unexpected.
The scene that most prominently calls attention to the problem of limited
knowledge is 2.1, in which Northumberland, if he is to be of use to
Bolingbroke, must learn what others are thinking. Before he can let
Willoughby and Ross know of Bolingbroke's embarkation from France, he
must know whether they would support Bolingbroke. Warily he begins, first
stating the neutral fact of Gaunt's death. When Ross expresses concern for
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Gaunt's heir, Northumberland asserts the justice of Bolingbroke's claim then
promises secrecy in order to encourage Ross to divulge his true feelings:
"Nay, speak thy mind, and let him ne'er speak more/ That speaks thy words
again to do thee harm!" (2.1.230-31).' Once assured that Willoughby's and
Ross's sympathies are with Bolingbroke, cautiously and gradually Northumberland proceeds to discern their willingness to take political action. To that
end he brings up the flatterers; they, he says, are misleading the King. More
subtly, he reminds the lords of the King's preference for these men of lesser
birth: Richard is "basely led" (2.2.241). Moreover, the flatterers are a threat
to the aristocracy, not only as royal advisers but as malicious informers to
whom Richard credulously listens. Responding to Northumberland's allegation that Richard would misguidedly prosecute "our children, and our heirs"
(2.1.245), the lords lament Richard's economic abuses. Northumberland now
chimes in, directly accusing Richard of waste and pacifism. Even though this
too goes down well with the lords, Northumberland still hedges before finally
confiding to these potential allies the news of Bolingbroke's return. All this
he does to know for certain where they stand:
North.

I dare not say
How near the tidings of our comfort is.
Will. Nay, let us share thy thoughts as thou dost ours.
Ross. Be confident to speak, Northumberland:
We three are but thyself, and, speaking so,
Thy words are but as thoughts; therefore be bold.
North. Then thus ... .
(2.1.271-77)
Among the many characters who lack certain knowledge, the gardener
stands out as one. who does know. He serves as a font of information to
his assistants and to the Queen. What the gardener knows is dangerous,
a matter for metaphor that yields itself the more fully when we compare
situations and language in Richard II with those of an earlier anonymous
play The Troublesome Raigne of King john, a likely source for Shakespeare's
King john. After discussing The Troublesome Raigne as a source for Richard II
as well, I shall argue that murder as a necessary survival strategy is covertly
acknowledged in Richard II's garden scene, a site of contestation between
moral and political meanings. I shall also submit that even a scanty
acquaintance with the history of Tudor absolutism would have allowed the
Elizabethan spectator access to the scene's darker truths.
I.

Over the past half century, E. K. Chamber's assumptions about the
relationship between the anonymous Troublesome Raigne of King john (1591)
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and Shakespeare's King john have become the prevailing opinion: "The
principal source [for Kingjohn] was T.R. which is followed pretty closely as
regards historical events, the selection of scenes, and even the logical run
of many of the dialogues. The writing itself is all new, but Shakespeare must
have kept the old book before him." 2 Most scholars date Kingjohn between
1594 and 1595 and consider it politically and dramaturgically a transition
from the first to the second tetralogy. 3 But Peter Alexander and E. A. J.
Honigmann demur, holding that Kingjohn preceded The Troublesome Raigne;•
and Honigmann goes so far as to backdate the completed Folio text of
Kingjohn to 1590. 5 Although these hypotheses have gained few adherents over
the past 30 years, one influential adherent is Peter Ure, Arden editor of
Richard II. Because Ure denies that T.R. was chronologically available as a
source for King john,6 he explains the similarities he notes between two
passages in T.R. and Richard II as follows: they demonstrate merely that their
informing garden metaphors were in general circulation in the sixteenth
century. Similarities of language between five other passages from T.R. and
Richard II remain unremarked, yet these additional similarities further
strengthen the case for the conventional dating of Kingjohn. It is improbable
that Shakespeare would have come so near the text of the 1591 T.R. in seven
passages from Richard II (1595-96) unless quite recently he had used T.R. as a
close source for Kingjohn and thus had T.R. in his memory when shortly thereafter he wrote Richard II. 7 If we accept Chambers's view and the conventional
dating of King john, then the similarities may be regarded as verbal echoes
of T.R., elicited by situational parallels between John's history and Richard's.
Ure's citation of 17 passages from Kingjohn indicates that Shakespeare
had not forgotten his earlier play when writing Richard Il. 8 But the five
paired passages I now cite-those which Ure does not mention-borrow
their phrasing and point not from King john but from T.R. I shall discuss
these passages in the order in which they appear in Richard II. In the first
pair,John's rebel nobles have just learned from the dying Meloun that Lewis
has betrayed them; they will be the first victims of a French conquest.
However, they believe neither in John's pardon nor in his victory. Pembroke
expresses their dilemma: "If we persever, we are sure to dye: / If we desist,
small hope againe of life" (T.R. Pt.2.5.776-77 [57-58]).9 Richard faces a similar
situation when he returns from Ireland to discover that his Welsh army has
disbanded, his English subjects have rebelled, and his favorites have been
killed. Feeling himself betrayed, marked for death whether he fights or sur·
renders, he collapses. T.R.'s Salisbury and Richard's Carlisle, both of
whom are members of the beset party, offer the same advice; that they also allit·
erate their w's argues for the influence of the anonymous play on Shakespeare:

Sals.

And stand not wayling on our present harmes,
As women wont: but seeke our harmes redresse.
(T.R. Pt.2.5.780-81 [61-62])
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Car. My lord, wise men ne'er sit and wail their woes,
But presently prevent the ways to wail.
(R2 3.2.178-79)

Act 5, scene 4, of Shakespeare's King john, where Melaun confesses, contains
no similar passage.
Under pressure T.R.'s John and Shakespeare's Richard learn to regard
all comforting words as flattery, which they refuse to hear. In T.R. London
has fallen to the French, Lewis has defied Pandolph's injunction to withdraw,
and John is already ill when the Bastard enters with news from the battlefield. John's response is much like Richard's when Scroope announces the
final piece of devastating news-that York has joined Bolingbroke. Both
kings reject hope and invite despair:

john What news with thee? If bad, report it straite:
If good, be mute, it doth but flatter me.
(T.R. Pt.2.6.806-07 [21-22])
Aum. My liege, one word.
Rich.
He does me double wrong
That wounds me with the flatteries of his tongue.
(R2 3.2.215-16)
Again, no corresponding passage can be found in King j ohn. Instead,
Shakespeare's John tells the Bastard, "My heart hath one poor string to stay
it by, / Which holds but till thy news be uttered" (5.7.55-56). John dies as
Faulconbridge recounts the English losses.
Both T.R.'sJohn and Shakespeare's Richard eventually perceive kingship
as the source of their griefs. John achieves thi s realization in the soliloquy
he delivers after his nobles desert in the belief that he has had Arthur
murdered. During his forced abdication Richard discovers that the "kingly
woe" he had suffered in Wales is an ineluctable consequence of kingship
itself. Both kings play on "crown" and "care":

john Curst be the Crowne, chiefe author of my care,
Nay curst my will that made the Crowne my
care.
(T.R . Pt.1.13.1709-10 [256-57])
Part of your cares you give me with your crown.
Rich. Your cares set up do not pluck my cares down.
My care is loss of care, by old care done;
Your care is gain of care, by new care won.

Bal.
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The cares I give, I have, though given away,
They 'tend the crown, yet still with me they
stay.
(R2 4.1.194-99)

Shakespeare's King john has no comparable crown-care passage. 10
Both John's and Richard's identities and follies are the subjects of
rhetorical questions.John's by the monk who kills him, Richard's by himself.
Both kings are defeated. John loses his barons to Lewis and his troops to
the Wash; Richard loses his crown to Bolingbroke:

Monk Is this the King that never lovd a Frier?
Is this the man that doth contemne the Pope?
Is this the man that robd the holy Church
And yet will flye unto a Friary?
Is this the King that aymes at Abbeys lands?
Is this the man whome all the world abhorres,
And yet will flye unto a Friorie?
(T.R. Pt.2.6.869-75 (84-90])
Rich.

Was this face the face
That every day under his household roof
Did keep ten thousand men? Was this the face
That like the sun did make beholders wink?
Is this the face which fac'd so many follies,
That was at last out-fac'd by Bolingbroke?
(R2 4.1.281-86)

Although Richard's speech immediately recalls Faustus's encomium on Helen
of Troy, the sheer repetition of T.R.'s "Is this" construction argues for
Shakespeare's remembering the T.R. speech as well. Moreover, recall that
Mephostophilis, who gives Helen to Faustus, appears as a friar; his religious
habit would account for an association in Shakespeare's mind with T.R.'s
monk. Unlike T.R., King John contains neither monk nor abbey scene.
Another parallel between the two plays is the stage image of kneeling.
In T.R., Philip the Bastard kneels to the Kings of France and England for
permission to fight the Duke of Austria, his father's captor. Begging pardon
for his participation in the Oxford conspiracy, Aumerle-of an age with the
Bastard, like him of royal descent, and like him the favorite of a king-also
kneels to a King of England whose title is in dispute:

Philip

a boone doth Philip beg
Prostrate upon his knee: which knee shall cleave
Unto the superficies of the earth,
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Till Fraunce and England graunt this glorious
boone.
(T.R. Pt.1.5.918-21 [15-18])
Aum. For ever may my knees grow to the earth,
My tongue cleave to my roof within my mouth.
(R2 5.3.29-30)

In each case, the speaker is determined to become and remain one with the
ground until his request is granted, and both associate "knee/knees," "cleave,"
and "earth." Significantly, only in Richard II does Shakespeare juxtapose these
three words. 11
These passages suggest not only that Shakespeare was familiar with T.R.
but also that he saw an affinity between the scenes in T.R. and Richard II.
Beyond that, the two passages that Ure cites, only to dismiss as instances of
a commonly used trope, may be evidence of a considerably closer and more
complex intertextual relationship. Here, too, are what seem to be verbal
echoes of T.R. evoked by the analogous problems John and Richard con·
front. Moreover, a contextual study of these verbal analogues reveals that
the garden metaphor is far less straightforward than Ure assumes. Alert to
the likely provenance of the echo, we discover an alternative way of
understanding Shakespeare's play. Like Busby's perspective pictures, Richard II
offers multiple perspectives on the political world Shakespeare represents.
Reading Richard II through The Troublesome Raigne, we can discern a radically
cynical meaning of the gardener's speeches and a chilling subtext of Richard II.
II.

The passages from Richard II that Ure compares with T.R.'s are both from
the garden scene:
(l)You thus employed, I will go root away
The noisome weeds which without profit suck
The soil's fertility from wholesome flowers.
(R2 3.4.37-39)
Once since that time ambicious weedes have sprung
To staine the beautie of our garden plot.
(T.R. Pt.1.13.1543-44 [90-91])
(2)

our sea-walled garden, the whole land,
Is full of weeds, her fairest flowers chok'd up,
Her fruit-trees all unprun'd.
(R2 3.4.43-45)
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Sith we have proyned the more than needful braunch
That did oppresse the true wel-growing stock.
(T.R. Pt.1.13.1481-82 [28-29])
The first T.R. passage, Ure notes, illustrates the contemporary prevalence
of the "comparison of bad political elements to 'weeds' in the commonwealth."12 Ure explains the second T.R. passage as referring only "to Uohn's]
anti-papal measures." 13 Dre's reader must conclude that resemblances
between The Troublesome Raigne and Richard II are coincidental, not integral.
This conclusion is disproved when we examine these passages in the
larger context of the play. John's opening speech of part 1, scene 13, suggests that John's difficulty with Arthur prefigures Richard's problem
with Bolingbroke, and finally Bolingbroke's with Richard: King John,
King Richard, and King Henry are all vulnerable to deposition by or on
behalf of their kin. John begins by asking, "Now warlike followers resteth ought
undon I That may impeach us of fond oversight?" (1453-54 [1-2]). "Oversight"
is the operative word, reminding us that John has already commissioned
Hubert to blind Arthur. John first boasts that he has terrified the French,
then denigrates the Pope, and finally uncovers the real purpose of his
address to his nobles:
But now for confirmation of our State,
Sith we have proynd the more than needfull
braunch
That did oppresse the true wel-growing stock,
It resteth we throughout our Territories,
Be reproclaimed and invested King.
(T.R. Pt. 1.13.1480-84 [27- 31])
To Pembroke's advice against a second coronation, John replies, "Thou
knowst not what induceth me to this" (T.R. Pt.1.13.1494 [41]). But the
audience knows what Pembroke does not: John expects shortly to hear
that Arthur had died from the torment of blinding. John has committed
no "fond oversight"; he plans to confirm his state over the dead body of
his competitor, his young nephew. "The more than needfull braunch /
That did oppresse the true wel-growing stock" may allude to Rome but
can more readily be understood to refer to a branch of John's own
family tree. Note that Essex uses the same metaphor when greeting
Faulconbridge, son of Richard I: "Cheerely replied brave braunch of kingly
stock" (T.R. Pt.2.3.378 [30]). John employs the metaphor to predict the triumph
of his descendant over the Pope: "From out these loynes shall spring a
Kingly braunch I Whose armes shall reach unto the gates of Rome"
(T.R. Pt.2.8.1084-85 [109-10]). Dre's gloss is incomplete; among the signifieds of
"pruning" in T.R. is murder, and more specifically familial murder.
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John confirms his state; Richard does not. The garden scene in Richard II
exposes the reason behind Richard's failure; although Richard has "pruned"
his uncle Gloucester, there still remains Bolingbroke, the more than needful
branch of Richard's family tree. The gardener's first lines establish a
connection between Richard's situation and John's:
Go, bind thou up young dangling apricocks,
Which like unruly children make their sire
Stoop with oppression of their prodigal weight,
Give some supportance to the bending twigs.
Go thou, and like an executioner
Cut off the heads of too fast growing sprays.
(R2 3.4.29-34)
Ure accepts A. W. Pollard's resolution of the crux at line 29 (Ql 's "yong"
over Fl 's "yond" and Q2-5's "yon"), agreeing that "yong" suggested "unruly
children" to Shakespeare. 14 We may further note the association with "too fast
growing sprays" and "twigs." All these evocations of youth (especially "unruly"
and "too fast growing") imply the need for the gardener/king to cultivate his
garden "like an executioner," i.e., like John. Notably, John's
rival Arthur is also a young, unruly, too fast growing spray, who "did
oppresse the true wel-growing stock," and whose "executioner" Hubert
(T.R. Pt.1.12.1318 [5]) orders him bound up (T.R. Pt.1.12.1323-24 [11-12];
Jn 4.1.4-5, 77); Shakespeare, therefore, may have written the garden scene with
Arthur in mind, either from T.R. directly or from T.R. filtered through his own
Kingjohn. As a corollary, this passage-and indeed the entire play-can signify
not only Richard's error in encouraging his flatterers but also, at least subtextually, his oversight in not pruning the relative who eventually
makes Richard-Bolingbroke's monarchial "sire"-"Stoop with oppression."
In The Troublesome Raigne the "ambicious weedes" that mar John's garden
are the French, the Pope, Constance, and above all Arthur, whose lineage
gives life to their ambitions. The weeds in Richard's garden are his flatterers,
also described as caterpillars, tree trunks, and branches. Bolingbroke, if no
flatterer or weed, is surely a tree and branch:
We at time of year
Do wound the bark, the skin of our fruit-trees,
Lest, being over-proud in sap and blood,
With too much riches it confound itself;
Had he done so to great and growing men,
They might have liv'd to bear, and he to taste
Their fruits of duty. Superfluous branches
We lop away, that bearing boughs may live;
Had he done so, himself had borne the crown.
(R2 3.4.57-65)
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As son of the Duke of Lancaster, Bolingbroke is "over-proud in ... blood"
and heir to "too much riches" for Richard to leave unconfiscated. Richard
banishes Bolingbroke but does not "lop away" the branch. Like the author
of The Troublesome Raigne, Shakespeare uses "branch" traditionally in
Richard II to signify a family relation. 15 Of the "great and growing men,/
... who might have liv'd to bear" (the dead Wiltshire, Bushy, and Greene),
the primacy belongs to "great Bolingbroke" (3.4.87), who lives but does not
bear for Richard. In fact, Richard loses his crown not to the weeds but to
his "more than needfull braunch." The gardener, then , functions less as a
choral voice of old and homely wisdom than as an explicator of the new
order of Realpolitik that Bolingbroke will inaugurate.
Some members of Shakespeare's audience, increasingly skeptical about
absolutism, may have rejected Richard ll 's loosely prescribed "subjectposition"-a term Catherine Belsey uses to designate the power of a text
to induce us to adopt a particular angle of vision, to limit the range of
possible meanings, in order to produce an immediate, pat interpretation. 16
If in 1601 Richard II was construed as so unstable a text that Essex's followers
regarded it as an incentive to insurrection, surely skeptical playgoers could
have interpreted the garden scene as more than a disparagement of the flatterers and of Richard for entertaining them. Under Elizabeth, theatrical
interrogations of a monarch's actions, if the monarch had not been officially
certified a tyrant, were safest when veiled. Leonard Tennenhouse writes,
"Whenever the Master of the Revels or the Privy Council construed
dramatic material as the least bit offensive, the government did not hesitate
to seize the playbooks, imprison the author, and punish the players. Thus
the [acting] companies ... felt the full force of an authoritarian government
ready to descend upon them. " 17 For author and players, an attack on the
men surrounding the monarch must have seemed to provide a convenient
veil: "The king is not himself, but basely led/ By flatterers," explains
Northumberland (R2 2.1.241-42). Nevertheless, throughout the first two acts
the audience has watched Richard taking affairs into his own hands, having
things his own way. He does not solicit the advice of Bushy, Bagot, and
Greene, let alone accept it. They play his game, not he theirs. Not the flatterers but "great Bolingbroke"-a branch of the royal tree-brings down
Richard; the flatterers are secondary. For playgoers who suspect that focusing on the flatterers is a screen for criticism of Richard's ineffectuality in
dealing with Bolingbroke, the gardener's speech slides from moral injunction to amoral political observation. 18
In The Troublesome Raigne, as in Shakespeare's Kingjohn, Machiavellianism
is not subtext but text. John follows the law of Realpolitik when he orders
Arthur's death: "murder him that seekes to murder thee" (TR. Pt.2.6.883 (98));
so the monk, John 's double and assassin, puts it. Within limits, Realpolitik
works. Arthur dies a claimant,John a king: only death, says John, "will depose
my selfe a King from raigne" (TR. Pt.2.8.1027 (52)). John 's mistake is to forget
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that despoilers of abbeys had best find their night's lodging e lsewhere.
Richard is guilty of a more basic political oversight: he leaves at large the
man he knows to be his rival, the man who woos the people "as were our
England in reversion his" (R2 1.4.35). In consequence, unlike J ohn, whose
situation initiall y resembles Richard's, Richard is "depress'd ... already, and
depos'd / 'Tis doubt he will be" (R2 3.4.68-69).
The Richardaohn and Bolingbroke/Arthur parallels, undercurrents in the
garden scene, resonate throughout the play, generating a somber commentary
on the maintenance of autocratic power. Bolingbroke does not commit
Richard's error. He confirms his state by commissioning his executioner,
Exton, to murder Richard, now the new king's rival and now a superfluous
branch. Bolingbroke speaks of poison-John's nemesis-in his attempted
evasion of responsibility: "They love not poison that do poison need" (R2 5.6.38).
Yet Bolingbroke's final botanical metaphor acknowledges the murder that is
the source of his ascendancy: "Lords, I protest my soul is full of woe / That blood
should sprinkle me to make me grow" (R2 5.6.45-46).
By sharply exposing the reality behind the pruning metaphor, Bolingbroke
leads us to consider the dialogue between metaphor and history. Why do
the gardeners conclude, like Robin Starveling, that "we must leave the killing out" (MND 3.1.15)? 19 Granted that pruning is an appropriate vehicle for
gardeners given to blank-verse allegorical speechifying. But why have
gardeners, additions to Shakespeare's ascribed sources, who speak opaquely
but nonetheless do speak at the levels of both surface and subtext? Like
Starveling, the gardeners are "hard-handed men" (MND 5.1.72), workingmen
enacted by workingmen of the theater and conceived by the greatest
workman of verse drama. Fictional or real, professionalized or not, all have
reason to be wary, yet, however darkly, all speak, saying what cannot be said
in Tudor England.
If we can believe Stephen Gosson, the gardeners of Ri.chard II were heard
by "the common people which resorte to Theaters ... a assemblie of Tailers,
Tinkers, Cordwayners, Saylers" 20 and perhaps gardeners too. Minimally we
may assume that some members of that assembly had some familiarity with
the history of the ruling dynasty, specificall y with its ultimate means of maintaining power against potential challengers. Consider the more notable
examples of Tudor "pruning": Henry VII exec:,:uted the Yorkist heir Edward,
Earl of Warwick, eldest son of George, Duke of Clarence; he also executed
Yorkist supporters Sir William Stanley, Lord Fitzwater, and Sir Simon
Montfort. Henry VIII completed the destruction of the line, executing
Margaret, Countess of Salisbury, daughter of Clarence and mother of
Lord Montague; her son Henry Pole, Lord Montague; Edmund de la Pole,
Earl of Suffolk (the lineal heir of York); and Henry Courtenay, Marquis of
Exeter and grandson of Edward IV. The Duke of Buckingham was executed
for his descent from Edward III. Thomas Howard, brother of the Duke
of Norfolk, died in the Tower, to whi ch he was committed for betrothing
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himself to Henry VIII's niece. Mary Tudor executed John Dudley, Duke of
Northumberland, who married his son Guildford to Lady Jane Grey, the
pawn intended to supplant Mary. Lady Jane, her father the Duke of Suffolk,
and Guildford Dudley were also beheaded. Elizabeth executed Thomas
Howard, Duke of Norfolk, for offering to marry Mary Queen of Scots; eventually Elizabeth had Mary beheaded; and Essex was killed for his attempt
to take power. 21 If none other, these last two executions would have been
well known to the penn y public. Tudor history teaches that successful rulers
destroy their rivals lest they themselves be unseated. The lesson is affirmed
by Richard II, based on Plantagenet history.
Through the gardeners, Richard II establishes the voice of the commons
of England, revealing the commons' keen political awareness which the
aristocracy preferred not to recognize. Witness the Queen, who is furious
at the gardener, to her a "little better thing than earth" (3.4.78); what upsets
Isabel about the gardener is that he knows too much. Ideology prefers to
mystify political murder, to obscure the lopping away of more than needful
branches as a condition of gaining or preserving authority; figurative
language strategically encodes what literal language renders dangerouslyeven seditiously-explicit. Wisely then, the gardeners leave the signified "_killing" out, employing the safer signifier "pruning." Even so, Richard II, like
The Troublesome Raig;ne of Kingjohn, teaches that the price of power is unremit·
ting violence, that the great must kill or be killed, and that the commons
know it. Perhaps these texts played some part in effecting historical change,
for within six decades of their first productions, the commons pruned a king
and monarchism as well, making "all . . . even in our government" (R2 3.4.36),
and bettering the instruction of the playhouse. 2 2 Cromwell's England, no less
than the England of John, Richard, and the Tudors, was a bloody garden,
for as with likely dramatic sources, so with political modi vivendi: "what's past
is prologue."
NOTES
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Methuen, 1956).
2. E. K. Chambers, William Shakespeare: A Study of Facts and Problems (1930; reprint,
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